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Abstract 
 
Potter and Hepburn’s (2005) paper questioning the role of interview for psychology is 
part of a (potentially subversive) tradition of raising questions about the status of the 
interview as a knowledge producing machine.   This tradition calls for a shift away from 
seeing the interview as resource, as an economical way to access information about the 
world outside of the interview context, to making sense of the interview as deeply 
linguistic, moral, interactional and situational affair.  The immediate reception was 
interesting.  It created a debate, which sought to recover the interview from what their 
critics saw as their overly-local focus on the mundane dynamics of the interview 
interaction. Since then, despite the questions about questioning that the article raised, 
those engaged in studies using interviewing seem to have made relatively few 
concessions.  Equally, those involved in studies of interviews have continued to focus on 
the local context of the interview interaction, with the broader contexts of the 
knowledge producing machine, like recruitment interactions and data analysis practices, 
remain relatively unquestioned. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONING METHODS  
 
Potter and Hepburn’s (2005) work is part of longer tradition, one in researchers from 
various psychological, sociological and anthropological traditions focused explicitly on 
relatively fine-grained analysis of interactional practices in qualitative interviews. Those 
by Baker (1983, 1984), Baruch (1981), Briggs (1986), Mishler (1986), and Watson and 
Weinburg (1982) were central in beginning to document how the work of the 
interviewer comes off in real time. The discourse analytic tradition (e.g., Potter & 
Mulkay 1985; Potter & Wetherell 1987) also begun to question the naïve realism of 
treating interviews as giving unmediated window on life beyond the interview and 
sought to unsettle the neutralism of the interviewer. Since then, we have seen a slow but 
steady growth in work that focuses on various aspects of interaction in qualitative 
interviews (see Roulston’s, 2006, review). This has shown that the interview is clearly 
not a ‘naturally occurring’ conversation, but does comes off in and through coordinating, 
quite unspectacular and mundane conversational resources (Hester & Frances, 1994; 
Rapley, 2004). This style of research has not been without its critics. Notably, 
Hammersley (2003) offers a critique of what he describes as the ‘radical criticism’ of 
interview studies that has emergedi. 
 Some work has focused more explicitly on the identity in interviews, exploring how 
interviewees (and to a lesser extent interviewers) work to produce themselves as 
specific types of people in relation to the topics of talk. They can offer up analysis of how 
interviewees produce themselves as as “morally adequate” (e.g. Baker, 1984, 1997; 
Baruch, 1981, Rapley 2001). In other contexts, such identity work may be more 
explicitly tied to issues of expertise and knowledge (e.g. Roulston, 2001, Lee and Roth 
2004) or rights and responsibilities (see Baruch, 1981). Researchers have also begun to 
explore specific aspects of the phenomena that emerge in interviews, including  
question-answer sequences (Mazeland & Have, 1996) complaints (Roulston, 2000; 
Roulston, Baker, & Liljestrom, 2001) and laughter (Grønnerød, 2004). Centrally, this 
work argues that before we make assertions about what people are saying, or how they 
are saying it, we can examine how both interviewers and interviewees work to locally 
manage their identities, talk and interaction. 
 
Potter and Heburn’s  (2005) paper can, in one sense, been seen as part of the 
ethnomethodological tradition of ‘therapeutic respecification’. They seek to demonstrate 
the seen but unnoticed assumptions, the practical action and reasoning, that is 
embedded in how qualitative psychologists think and work with interview data. A 
related strand of work seeks to explore and map interaction in structured, telephone 
and face-to-face, survey-style interviewing (e.g. Antaki & Rapley 1996, Maynard et al 
2002, Suchman & Jordon 1990).   This demonstrates how the mundane work of doing 
surveys, over a range of contexts, intimately impacts on the collection of ‘raw data’ii. 
In this way, by respecifying the phenomenon of how we conduct, analyse and report 
interviews, such research seeks to offer up new potential practical and, in some cases, 
theoretical directions. Potter and Hepburn solely focus on the range of practices that can 
be glossed as qualitative interviews, as, irrespective of the terminology applied – open, 
semi-structured, etcetera – they all have family resemblances, a researcher asks 
someone a question, the interviewee talks on that topic, and then explores, through 
follow-up questions, different aspects of the topic.  
 
QUESTIONS (ABOUT AND FOR INTERVIEWING RESEARCH) 
 
Potter and Hepburn’s paper is divided into three main sections. Firstly, they position the 
interview within contemporary psychological work and explore the critiques. Secondly 
they seek to demonstrate what they define as contingent problems and necessary 
problems. By this they mean, problems are 
 
contingent in the sense that they are not necessary features of doing interview research, 
but could be (relatively easily) fixed, or at least attended to.  … [S]ome problems … are 
necessary (endemic and inescapable ) to the enterprise of researching with interviews 
[Emphasis added](Potter and Hepburn 2005: 205)  
 
Finally, they offer an alternate vision, one where researchers forgo the interview in 
favor of engaging with naturally occurring data, or what they refer to as ‘naturalistic 
records’ (ibid., 301). The potential impact of the paper, was immediately evident, as 
people sought to refute their (radical) alternate vision. In the same issue of the journal, 
three prominent researchers wrote extensive commentaries on the article.  Some years 
later, this alternate vision was again the focus of critique, and another round of (critical) 
commentaries ensued. 
 
 
Opening questions 
 
Initially, Potter and Hepburn situate the interview as the taken-for-granted method of 
choice, interviews are positioned as  ‘the natural way to do nonexperimental, 
nonquestionniare and nonsurvey work in psychology’ (284). And this position is not 
only relevant to psychology, but the contemporary disciplines that engage with 
qualitative approaches. As Atkinson and Silverman (1997) note, we are living in an 
interview society, where in both research and the broader contemporary culture the 
interview, is the method used to gain access to another.  It is the contemporary 
technology of the self, a space in which we know at a glance, the norms and rules, a 
space through which we gain ‘authentic’ access to the other.  
 
They then outline five (inter)related ‘contingent problems’ that, with what they see as 
relative ease, can be managed. Let’s take the first three as a whole, as they all relate to 
the same issue, representational practices when analysing and reporting interview 
research. They cover (1) the relative absence of the interviewers talk, (2) the absence of 
the interactional dynamics and texture of interview talk and (3) the relative inability to 
link analytic claims to interview text. The device they used to demonstrate this is 
something others, including me (e.g. Rapley 2001), often like to use. Initially, they 
present a conventional orthographic transcript – with textual punctuation, ordered 
grammatical sentences – which only presents the interviewee’s talk on a topic. They 
then add another layer of context: the interviewer’s question; the interviewee’s talk 
prior to the question; and the interviewer’s brief utterances (like ‘yes’ and ‘oh yeah 
yeah’) which occurs mid-flow of the interviewees talk. In this way, they begin to recover 
how the interviewees talk emerged in and though a flow of talk. It occurred in a specific 
context.   
 
Secondly, they then take the same stretch of talk and reproduce it using the Jeffersonian 
transcription system. With this, we see a transformation, from the ordered, readable-at-
a-glance, stretch of talk to a (radically) new format. The interview talk is now ‘blown up’ 
under a conversation analytic microscope, where a different order of features is brought 
to the forefront. We have line numbers with relatively short lines of talk, finely timed 
pauses scattering the talk, stress, perturbations and intonational contours appear, and 
above all, the relative monologue of orthographic representation is replaced by a 
dynamic, almost line-by-line toing-and-froing between speakers. Above all, a more 
complex interaction comes into focus for the reader, and with that we glimpse the 
context of interviewees talk, that this emerges in and through collaboration.   
 
As they note, the call for a more dialogical representation has been repeated by a range 
of people. Some advocate, notably those in early discursive psychology (Potter and 
Wetherell 1987), using a Jefferson-lite style where some grosser elements of 
interactional work are added. However, they feel this is no longer sustainable as 
analysts, alongside journal editors, reviewers and readers need access to the 
phenomenon that a full Jeffersonian transcription can offer. Given this, it is interesting to 
note that they offer the reader access to the audio-recording of this stretch of interview 
via a web-addressiii. The key issue for me is that such a thought, almost 10 years later, is 
still very rare. Clearly, this reliance on text alone is in part due to the custom and 
practice of researchers and in part, how researchers orient to the ethics committees 
they work with. These norms developed in a different age of technological possibilities. 
However, in some contexts, with some interviewees, it could be appropriate to discuss 
with them the possibility of using audio-tracks alongside articles. 
 
The discussion of engaging with more vibrant transcription, is used by Potter and 
Hepburn (2005) to make the case that: 
 
The analysis of broader patterns and ideological talk should be able deal with the 
specifics of what is going on in the talk rather then simply a reconstructed, simplified 
and distorted version of it.  Not only should it be able to deal with this, but it also will be 
most effective and persuasive if it does deal with it’  
[Emphasis in original] (289) 
 
Two features are key here. Firstly, note the way that non-Jeffersonian transcriptions are 
rendered as ‘reconstructed, simplified and distorted’ (ibid.). Now this is strong claim, 
with clear repercussion for the status of data that others work withiv. And this positions 
a Jeffersonian transcript as representing the ‘real’ action, perhaps not as a simply as 
being authentic, complex and representative, but offering something in some way 
‘closer’ to the phenomenon.  
 
Secondly, this echoes back to prior debates where the norms of CA came under critique 
from (discursive) psychologists. In a response to an article by Schegloff (1997), 
Wetherell (1998) cites an interviewv with ‘three young white middle-class men 
concerning an episode in one participants recent sexual history’ (387). She argues that if 
we just attend to the local context of the talk a lot of other important issues (e.g. 
sexuality and gender performance) are lost in the analysis. In a reply to Wetherell, 
Schegloff highlights that what is important, and what is missing from her account ‘is that 
the entire exchange appears to be researcher-prompted (1998:415).  He notes 
 
Rather then begin with gender ideologies, one might propose, the analysis begin by 
addressing what the parties to the interaction understand themselves to be doing in it, 
what sort of interaction they show themselves to be collaboratively constructing.  Each 
utterance could then be understood by reference to its place in that enterprise  
(ibid: 415) 
 
Schegloff’s solution, to the broader analytic problem, is to engage in close analysis, in 
part enabled, and represented by Jeffersonian transcription. In this way, Potter and 
Hepburn’s ‘contingent problem’ of ‘the conventions of representation of interaction’ 
(2005: 206), heralds a much more fundamental, ‘necessary problem’.  
 
They raise one final issue of representation – how the ‘block-of-text’ style of monologues 
does not enable analysts to neatly demonstrate where a specific analytic claim is 
supported. In this way, the short lines, with line numbers, enables those who undertake 
Jeffersonian transcription to tightly align their claims with discrete features of the text. 
Again, this refers back to the broader point, and the Schegloff-Wetherell debate, that 
those who undertake work on ‘broad themes’ (Potter and Hepburn 2005: 289) 
demonstrate them in action, and point to, instead of glossing, the specifics of the 
interview.   
 
The next contingent problem they raise, the problem of contexts of recruitment, also 
echoes back to Schegloff’s (1998) discussion. They note that we, as readers of papers, 
should have some access to two interrelated features, the category the interviewees are 
recruited as –e.g. as heterosexual-young-men, sexually-active-teenagers etcetera – and 
interviewees understanding of the interest of the interviewer generated through the 
recruitment process and introductory chat – e.g. to discuss sexuality and gender 
orientations.  Researchers can then document, in some way, the potential assumptions 
about the type of people, the type of talk and the type of actions that interviewees are 
positioned as being responsible for. This begins to echoes discussions by Briggs (2007), 
who argues that by focusing on the work within the interview, we miss the broader 
work of interview research and I will briefly return to this topic in the conclusion.    
 
Potter and Hepburn (2005) end their discussion of ‘necessary problems’ with a 
cumulative point. If we take the four issues seriously, we need to recognize that 
interviews come off in and through interaction. This interactional work needs to be 
recovered for both analysts and readers. In taking the interactional quality of interviews 
seriously, serious questions are raised about how we, analytically, make sense of 
interviews. This leads them to discuss inescapable (analytic) problems.  
  
 
Follow-up questions 
 
Their discussion of the necessary problem is centered on demonstrating that there ‘is a 
profound complexity in interview material’ (297). This has consequences for how we 
can make sense of interview data and it is ‘rarely explicitly expressed’ (ibid.). As 
outlined above, the radical critique positions the very mundane interactional processes 
embedded in the conduct of interviews as introducing excessive noise in the data about 
the phenomenon under study. The dynamic, interactional, work necessary to produce 
data for any form of analysis ‘bleeds into’ the data.    
 
They outline four deeply related issues. These are data-led, brief, demonstrations 
targeted at topics of potential relevance to a psychological audience.   
 
1. Flooding the interview with social science agendas: They demonstrate how an 
interview question can shape the trajectory of talk in terms of topics. Interview 
questions are routinely embedded with social science theorizing, as they either 
explicitly or implicitly highlight some ways of thinking and/or speaking about a topic. 
Interviewers responses, can mark the interviewees’ talk as newsworthy, and in turn 
further shape the trajectory of the topic.    As they note,  
 
‘these issues face us with the possibility that a piece of interview research is chasing its 
own tail, offering up its own agendas and categories and getting those same agendas and 
categories back in a refined or filtered  or inverted form’  
(293)  
 
They contrast a teacher being asked by a researcher to discuss teachers’ constraints on 
time and resources, with ‘a sequence of staff room troubles telling talk’ (292). They 
contrast the interview as a ‘knowledge producing machine’ with an emergent moment of 
naturally-occurring troubles talk. So, for them, one constrains and enables the potential 
trajectories, explicitly incites general accounts, and is ‘researcher-prompted’. Whereas 
the other, offers a specific moment of the phenomenon-in-action.  
 
2. Interviewer’s and Interviewee’s Footing: How do you make sense of the various 
footings that emerge and weave through interviews? We have interviewers, at times, 
speaking for the research project, or speaking as a neutral-observer, a collaborative-
researcher, and speaking from personal experience. We have interviewees asked to 
speak as a member of category, but ‘are they speaking as individuals with an 
institutional identity or as persons with their own unique and idiosyncratic 
preferences?’ (293). We have layers of shifting identity work, emerging from the 
questions, answers and the brief response tokens ‘mm hm’) to news tokens (‘Oh, yeah’). 
 
3. Interviewer’s and Interviewee’s Stake and Interest: They note this is ‘both profound and 
complex’ (295) and again, under-researched. For example, little research has focused on 
interviewers’ introduction in pre-interview, often off-tape talk, where researchers stake 
is introduced. In my own practice, I have seen the impact of this is in action: where an 
interviewee, once I re-iterated, mid-interview, I was not a member of the clinical team 
she was commenting on, shifted to offer a much more critical account of that team.   
 
4. Reproduction of Cognitivism: We have a contrast between interviewers reports on 
social processes and observing the organization of social processes in action. As they 
note, in reference to the transcript, ‘here the teacher is being asked as a teacher not to 
be a teacher but to formulate features of the lives of teachers and what causes them to 
act in particular ways’ [Emphasis in original] (298). Interviewees can be treated as a 
resource, offering ‘conceptual rumination’ (297). Early work in discourse analysis 
questioned this assumption and shifted the focus onto such objects as interpretative 
repertoires. However, this returns us to Schegloff’s response to Wetherell, such 
activities – say heteronormativity - are deeply situated in the context of their production 
and cannot easily extrapolated to other contexts. They outline that this caution needs to 
be extended to using cognitive language as somehow giving unmediated access to 
psychological phenomena. Talking about how you are ‘stressed’ or ‘emotional’ does 
interactional, moral and identity work (e.g. Firth and Kitzinger 1998, Hepburn and 
Brown 2001).   
 
The closing section reaffirms the problematics:   
 
‘Whatever the analytic perspective, inferring things appropriately from interviews 
involves understanding what is going on in them interactionally, and that in turn 
involves the complex and demanding task of analyzing the development of an implicit 
research agenda, identifying footing shifts, explicating orientations to stake and so on’  
(Potter and Hepburn 2005: 300) 
 
Alongside offering a direction in the research agenda for the social studies of interviews, 
they caution the (relatively) unproblematic use of interviews and ask researchers to 
question whether they are essential. As they note, generating knowledge about sensitive 
topics is often raised as a rationale.  However, as has been shown (e.g. Potter and 
Hepburn 2004, Butler et al 2009), it is possible, albeit taking time. They end the article 
with the moral tale that has underwritten the paper, and is a central tenet to the radical 
critique of interviews, conversation analysis and (contemporary) discursive 
psychology– in order to understand a phenomenon, why rely on reports and accounts, 
why not observe the phenomenon-in-action. In this way, the contingent and necessary 
problems are avoided.  
 
 
ANSWERS (AND CRITICISMS) 
 
Immediately following the article, three prominent researchers where given space to 
write commentaries. Each offered a specific trajectory of support, debate and criticism. 
At times the problematics they raised overlapped, at other points their discussion was, 
in part, reflexively documenting their own research interests. For example, Jonathan A 
Smith, the key thinker in the development of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, 
offered a supportive commentary in general terms, but questioned the potential 
monadic view of Potter and Hepburn’s vision. For him, such a focus denies the plurality 
of qualitative psychologies, each with their own norms, practices and objectives. He 
sought to recover the virtue of the interview to enable knowledge on ‘personal sense 
making’ (Smith et al 2005: 311)vi to be explored. Wendy Hollway, focused on the work of 
subjectivity and narrative analysis, and contrasted the overly-local focus on immediate 
question-answer sequences with how ‘The meaning of any part of an interview (or 
conversation) inheres in the whole’ (ibid., 312). Finally, Elliot Mishler, offered a poetic 
deconstruction of the theoretical backdrop to Potter and Hepburn’s piece. He outlined a 
broader debate - one which is played out in a range of journal articles and chapters (see 
for example Hester and Eglin 1997, Lynch and Bogen 1994): how the development of 
the norms of conversation analytic work, reflect a neo-positivistic turn, and so loose the 
ethnomethodological foundationsvii. In what follows, I outline what I see as the main 
criticisms and then discuss Potter and Hepburn’s response. Initially, I will focus on 
representational practices, then focus on questions of interview practice. 
 
Questions (of representation and practice) 
 
Smith and Hollway highlight that decisions about the style of representational practice 
should be led by analytic concerns. For them, the purpose of analysis, should lead the 
format of transcription. For Smith, you could undertake a layered approach, where you 
might produce different transcripts – with different forms of notation - to focus on 
different aspects and then you could, ‘attempt’ (Smith et al 2005: 310) a synthesis. Both 
position a Jeffersonian transcript as imposing a specific professional vision (cf. Goodwin 
1997), in which the notation interrupts the flow and for Hollway you lose ‘much more 
meaning’ (Smith et al 2005: 313). Smith offers a similar position: ‘it is extremely difficult 
to parse interview features and substantive topics at the same time’ (ibid. 310). They 
mark the demonstration of interactional dynamics as complicating making sense of 
‘topics’ or ‘meaning’.  
 
Alongside this, all three seek to problematise that Jeffersonian transcription can offer 
idealized access to the phenomenon. As Hollway notes 
 
‘… the belief that the more detailed and rigorous the transcription, the more faithful the 
researcher can be to the meanings and connotations of the conversation. Implication in 
their claims that transcription can be total and therefore leave nothing out on which 
meaning depends. … The audio record is still a far richer record than a Jeffersonian 
transcription’  
(Smith et al 2005: 313) 
 
There is no neutral or atheoretical style of representation and that notation ‘cues the 
reader to a particular type of reading’ (ibid: 310). This echoes Watson (1997 a, b) 
comments on how the categorical identifications on transcripts, for example the 
category-identification like Teacher, ‘works to select and privilege one sociological 
characterization of  ... exchanges over other potential characterizations’ (1997a: 84). 
Mishler offers a range of alternate formats and traditions for transcribing interaction 
and notes that the visual field is missing. Smith also questions which of the range of 
potential interactional features should be included, which are essential, and whether 
video, would be the necessary next step.   
 
Finally, Hollway takes Potter and Hepburn’s call to understand the context of the 
recruitment very seriously and extends that vision. For her,  
 
‘The responses of the interviewee at a particular juncture do not just relate back to the 
last few utterances of the interviewer and not just the last question.  They are built up 
out of the whole history of the research encounter: how they where recruited, what they 
were told the interview was about, what happened before the tape recorder was 
switched on, the continuous dynamics (not just conscious) between interviewer and 
interviewee’ 
(Smith et al 2005: 312) 
 
She challenges the radically-local view of much of CA and DP, where the context of 
immediately prior talk is seen to be orientated to in what follows. For her, Potter and 
Hepburn’s approach draws out the ‘most inconsequential, least important aspects of the 
data’ (ibid. 313). She offers a different direction, one in which the questions of context 
emerges in and through the overarching encounter, potentially through episodes 
separated by time. This does not appear to be in the direction of the discursive work of 
Mehan’s (e.g. 1986) ‘constitutive ethnography’, in which the proximal and distal are 
engaged, or following the various strands of action, through actor-network theory.     
 
Relatively less space is devoted to unpacking the four necessary problems. Both Smith 
and Hollway position some of the practical problems as needing a practical, pedagogic 
solution. For example, for Hollway, issues of flooding are tied to ‘asking inept questions’ 
(Smith et al 2005: 311). Well designed questions, such as narrative questions have the 
potential to ‘elicit experience-near accounts’ (ibid. 313). 
 
Answering (the critics) 
Potter and Hepburn seek to affirm their ‘therapeutic’ directions. They outline that they 
where not attempting to direct others to undertake a CA or DP analysis of interviews. 
Instead, they where seeking on stimulate a direction of debate and research which 
explores the interactional conduct of interviews. They, ‘hope this will lead to a more 
evidence-based approach to the design, conduct and analysis of interviews’ (Smith et al 
2005: 319). Echoing the debate within medicine, this positions prior work as situated in 
custom and practice. And since this work, ‘evidence-base’ producing research on 
interviewing has been undertaken. For example, Irvine et al (2010) compared the 
interactional dynamics of face-to-face and telephone interviews on the same topic in 
order to discover what, if anything, was the impact of different modes of interaction. For 
Potter and Hepburn, any training should be based on examples of the real-time, 
interactional work of interviews. Roulston (2010) argues that we should be actively 
encouraging researchers to transcribe their own interview recordings and ask them to 
focus on how they interact, as opposed to solely focusing on the topical content.  
 
In responding to the questions around representation, they note that, all transcription is 
theoretically embedded, but for them given that interviews are interactional affairs -
which they mark as none of the commentators disputing - we need at least some basis 
for representing this. For them, ‘(c)urrent common representational practices in 
interview research in psychology typically wipe out evidence of the collaborative 
construction of ‘findings’’(Smith et al 2005: 320). Current transcription norms are 
inadequate and irrespective of approach, what people are saying - ‘topics’ or ‘meaning’ - 
emerges in and through interactional work.   
 
Finally, I want to note that relatively limited focus of the commentators was given to the 
Potter and Hepburn’s alternate, their vision of the primacy of the naturalistic record.  
Hollway, does offer a description that an interview ‘in important respects resembles a 
naturalistic conversation’ (313). In a footnote, they caution against this view. There 
maybe resemblances to everyday conversations, but, interviews have a ‘characteristic 
and identifiable institutional form’ (ibid,. 324). As noted in the introduction, a body of 
interactional studies has focused exactly on highlighting the interactional asymmetries 
between interviewers and interviewees actions. Although the preference for working 
with naturalistic data is not taken up, in any detail by these commentators, it is in 
engaged with in other articles that sought to further question Potter and Hepburn’s 
(2005) arguments. 
 
 
Follow-up Questions (about being there) 
 
Two years later, the debate is returned to in a paper by Christine Griffin (2007a). She 
positions Potter and Hepburn’s (2005) article as arguing that naturalistic records 
should replace interviews as ‘the default technique’ (248). She sees this as part of 
broader attempt of colonization, where demands for working with ‘naturally-occurring 
talk’ are moving beyond the domains of conversation analysis and discursive 
psychology. Griffin, in part, following Ashmore and Reed’s (2000) critique of the norms 
of conversation analysisviii, renders those involved in doing work on naturalistic records 
as being concerned not to ‘distort or influence the material collected for analysis’ 
(Griffin, 2007a: 249). Although not described by such as Griffin, the discourse of hygiene 
seems central. Those doing naturalistic work seek to gain data that has ‘not been ‘got up’ 
by the researcher’ (ibid: 249), avoid ‘contaminating the field’ (ibid: 253) and ‘have taken 
no active part’ (ibid. 253) in the situation. Centrally, they can seek to distance 
themselves ‘outside the research process’ (ibid: 253).  
 
Griffin (2007a) wants to recover the research interview (and ethnographic work), to 
recognize the ‘creative potential of the researcher’s presence as an active part of the 
research encounter and the value offered by a reflexive analysis of such interactions’ 
(264). She focuses on two extracts from a research interview, where she is interviewing 
5 young womenix, 11-13 years old, about consumption practices. Her empirical 
argument centers on demonstrating that 
 
‘In both of these episodes my research agenda intertwined with the young women’s 
interests and practices. It would be a mistake to view all aspects of this interaction as 
‘got up’ solely for my benefit, or as questionable value for research analysis’  
[Emphasis in original] (265) 
 
She seeks to show how the interview can be analysed as both topic and resource. 
 
Henwood (2007) then offers a supportive commentary on Griffin’s paper, also 
employing a discourse of hygiene. She positions those as rejecting embracing 
naturalistic records as ‘fear[ing] any involvement by the researcher for threatening to 
distort the integrity of interactional data’ (274). Potter and Hepburn’s (2007) 
commentary follows, where this position is refused.  This is not about a ‘positivistic wish 
for neutrality’ (278). Following the early discourse analytic work on the interview, 
which advocated an active, engaged, confrontational interviewer, they still felt it difficult 
to achieve the ‘desired activity’ [Emphasis in original] (278). They felt drawn to 
naturalistic records, given the potential they offered. They repeat the arguments that 
made in their 2005 paper and the response to their commentators.   Working with 
interviews offers an additional layer of analytic complexity. They repeat that their 2005 
paper was, a therapeutic intervention, that it would be ‘fruitful to gain more 
understanding of the operation of qualitative interviews using the resources of 
contemporary interaction analysis’ (279) and that such work could ‘support better 
interview research’ (279).   
 
In her response, Griffin (2007b) returns to an appeal for a place for engaged, active, 
research. She argues that a focus on both topic and resource is possible, ‘although there 
is undoubtedly an urgent need for more good examples’ (284). To treat the interview as 
only giving access to the immediate here-and-now context of production is to deny 
something vital.   
 
[I]n my view both the talk (and other activities) that are generated for the benefit (or 
hindrance) of the researcher and the talk that is produced for other audiences and in 
relation to wider ideological configurations can fruitfully be the focus for analysis.  In 
practice, it may not be possible to make a sharp distinction between talk that is 
generated for different audiences and in relation to different discursive, relational and 
ideological contexts’   
[Emphasis in original] (286)  
 
So, the analytic uncertainty, the inability, at times, to make a ‘sharp distinction’, 
generated in and through the contextual complexity is something Griffin accepts, given 
what she feel she gains from ‘being there’.   
 
 
FINAL CLOSING QUESTIONS  
 Since the article and debates outlined above, despite the questions about questioning 
that the articles raise, little appears to have changed. Those engaged in psychological 
studies using research interviews seem to have made few, if any, concessions. We have 
not seen a growth in work that focus on both topic and resource in relation to research 
interviews. Those involved in working with naturalistic records have not returned, in 
any noticeable way, to the research interview. We have not seen a growth in work that 
focuses on studying the psychological research interview as an ‘interactional event in all 
its institutional and normative particulars’ (Potter and Hepburn 2007: 278). Some work 
has been undertaken, for example, Abell et al’s (2006) analysis of interviewers’ acts of 
self-disclosure.  
 
In reading the work of those doing studies of the local contexts of the interview 
interaction, what is interesting for me is that the focus has remained on the immediate 
context of the interview talk.  As Briggs (2007) has outlined elsewhere and as Potter and 
Hepburn (2005) and Hollway (Smith et al 2005) both briefly hint at, the actual interview 
is but one moment in a much broader trajectory. The broader contexts of the knowledge 
producing machine, like recruitment interactions and data analysis practices, remain 
relatively unquestioned. In this way, to echo Schegloff’s discussion of Wetherell’s data, 
each interview could be then be understand by reference to its place in the enterprise. 
Following Briggs (2007), I have suggested elsewhere (Rapley 2012) a need to shift from 
a focus on the mundane interactional work in interviews to a broader focus on the 
situated, pragmatic work of interview research.   
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i See Rapley (2012) for a response. 
ii See also the work on focus groups (e.g. Myers & MacNaghten 1999, Putcha & Potter 2004). 
iii Although at the time of writing, the link was no longer working. 
iv Which those responding to the article, in part take up (see below) 
v Which she also labels as a ‘group discussion’ and ‘small group interview’. 
vi The journal conventions meant that all three commentaries and the reply are cited as a single 
reference, Smith et al (2005) – where possible, I will highlight which specific author said what. 
                                                                                                                                                              
vii In their reply, especially in footnote 2, they offer an extended critique of what they see as his 
‘poorly grounded stereotypes of positions and claims’ (ibid. 324).  They seek to a recover the 
legitimacy of CA for those naïve to this debate. 
viii See also Ashmore et al (2004) and Reed and Ashmore (2000) for related discussion. 
ix It is interesting to note that neither Wetherell (1998) or Griffin’s (2007a) draw on data from 
one-to-one interviews.  
